FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
mass of butter. And we had to make our tea with brackish
water drawn from a dark grotto.
Throughout the whole morning of the fourth day we were
staggering down the ravine which, as we descended, turned
into an awe-inspiring gorge not much more than twenty
yards wide. Down we went, and down, until it seemed as if
we should end up in the bowels of the earth. Choughs
croaked from the cracks of the gigantic walls of rock and the
place reverberated with echoes.
And then at midday we quite suddenly emerged into
brilliant sunshine and on to the desert of gravel that stretched
along the foot of the mountain. We were at the edge of the
Takla Makan, the sea of sand which extends for over five
hundred miles of Eastern Turkestan. At Muna Bulak, a little
spring, we were able to fill up with water in the shade of
misty tamarisks in full bloom. The flowers were masses of
pink shoots that had just opened.
But we were in an absolutely desert region and the heat as
well as the change in altitude upset us. It was mid-June, we
were only about four thousand feet up, but we had to make
a halt.
Setting off again at six o'clock in the evening, it was not
long before we were following the trail by the light of the stars.
It became necessary to proceed on foot for the animals' sake.
. . , We were intensely tired. . . . Once again it was only a
question of endurance, of killing time for an hour, for another
hour. ... A little after midnight we settled ourselves to
sleep on the ground, somewhat comforted by drinking each
a mug of brackish water with a little brandy in it.
Having scarcely slept, we were off again at four o'clock on
the morniag of the fifth day. A sustained roar assailed our
ears. No doubt, I decided, it is the great desert wind rising.
Beyond that distant hill of small stones it was probably
flattening out the dunes. But I was wrong. It was running